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Reciprocal Colonization
in the Irish Fairy Tales
of Lord Dunsany
Erin L. Sheley
"Come," said the Sultan to his hasheesh-eater in the very furthest lands that know 
Bagdad, "Dream to me now of London."—Lord Dunsany, "A Tale of London"
"I was born in the city of Bombay.. .Once upon a tim e."—Salman Rushdie, 
M idnight's C hildren
T h ese  p assag es  fro m  D u n san y  an d  R u sh d ie  b o th  d ep lo y  th e  tropes of m agic  
an d  fairy  ta le  to  estab lish  tem p o ra l an d  spatia l p o in ts  of o rig in  in  very  
d iffe ren t colonial contexts a n d  suggest h o w  th e  m y thopoeic  m a y  serve an 
im p o rtan t o rg an iz in g  function  in  th e  post-co lon ial text. Ella Shohat iden tifies tw o 
p o ten tia l m ean in g s  for th e  te rm  "post-co lon ial": th e  first reflecting  "the  
supercession  of o u tm o d ed  ph ilosoph ical, aesthetic  a n d  political theo ries" an d  the 
second  " u n d e r lin in g ]  a passage  in to  a n e w  p e rio d  an d  a c losure of a certain  
h is to rica l even t o r age, officially s tam p ed  w ith  dates"  (Shohat 323). She notes, 
too, th e  recen t critical m ove to  ex p an d  th e  te rm  "to  inc lude  all E nglish  lite ra ry  
p ro d u c tio n s  b y  societies affected b y  colonialism ," criticizing it for equating , 
im p ro p e rly  in  cases such  as A ustra lia  as com pared  to  Ind ia , " the  re la tions of the 
co lon ized  w hite-se ttle rs to  th e  E u ro p ean s a t th e  'cen te r ' w ith  th a t of the 
co lon ized  in d ig en o u s p o p u la tio n s  to th e  E u ro p ean s"  (324). G enera lly  she 
observes th a t th is  g lobaliz ing  q ua lity  of post-co lon ia l d iscourse "d o w n p lay s  
m u ltip lic ities of location  a n d  tem porality , as w ell as th e  possib le  d iscu rsive  an d  
political linkages be tw een  'p o st-co lon ia l' theo ries an d  [...] an ti-colonial, o r an ti­
neoco lon ia l strugg les a n d  d iscourses" (325). S h oha t's  analysis u n d ersco res  the 
com plex s tru c tu re  em erg in g  from  th e  cond ition  of g lobal colonial em pires 
sp an n in g  d iverse  locations an d  officially  an d  unoffic ia lly  d isb an d in g  a t various 
h is to rica l m om ents . H e r a tten tio n  to  m o d e rn  "an ti-co lon ia l" struggles, for 
exam ple, ind ica tes th a t the  d iscourses of resistance  of cu rren tly  colonized 
p e o p le s—th o u g h  n o t tem p o ra lly  "p o st"  co lon ia l—no nethe less  fit in to  the 
category  of cu ltu ra l resistance w ith  w h ich  w h a t w e call "postco lon ia l"  s tud ies 
engages.
W hile  fa r afie ld  from  th e  m ore  co n tem p o ra ry  context w ith  w h ich  
S hohat is p a rticu la rly  concerned, th e  less-expected  case of early  tw en tie th -
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cen tu ry  Ire lan d  p ro v id es  a fru itfu l site for considering  th e  necessarily  p lu ra listic  
an d  m u lti-p o la r n a tu re  of p o stco lo n ia l—or m o re  p roperly , "an tico lon ia l" — 
struggle , an d  h o w  the  d iscourses of one co lon ized  peop le  m ay, all a t once, 
dep loy , bu ttress , o r d im in ish  th e  an tico lon ial positions of o ther peop les  across 
th e  globe. In  th is p ap e r I w ill iden tify , in  th e  w ritings of th e  Irish  R evivalist 
(though  stau n ch ly  U nionist) w rite r  E d w ard  P lunkett, L o rd  D unsany , th e  doub le  - 
e d g ed  function  of the  lite ra ry  fan tastic  in  d is locating  th e  B ritish colonial center 
th ro u g h  a p rocess th a t b o th  partic ip a tes  in  a n d  u n d e rm in es  d iscourses o f cu ltu ra l 
au th o rity  over A sian  co lon ized  subjects.
The "Oriental" in the Celtic Twilight
In  the early  tw en tie th  cen tury , th e  Irish  H om e R u le1 m o v em en t in  
politics h a d  its cu ltu ra l m an ifesta tion  in  th e  fo rm  of th e  Celtic R evival, an 
a ttem p t am o n g st Irish  w rite rs  an d  a rtists  to  uncover an  au th en tic  "C eltic" 
cu ltu ra l past, as d is tinc t from  th a t of th e  English. T he C eltic R evival an d  th e  Irish  
L ite ra ry  R evival in  p articu la r w e re —as Shohat w o u ld  likely  n o te —prob lem atic  
as exam ples of th e  em p ire  "w ritin g  back" for several reasons. F irst, of course, 
E n g lan d  h a d  its o w n  C eltic h is to ry , ren d e rin g  th e  d iv id e  be tw een  colonizer an d  
co lon ized  less d iscern ib le  a long  th e  h is to rica l trajectories in  w h ich  the  m ovem en t 
w as in terested . Second, m an y  of the  p reem in en t voices of th e  L ite ra ry  Revival, 
in c lu d in g  W.B. Yeats, L ady  G regory, L o rd  D unsany , a n d  John  M illing ton  Synge, 
w ere  them selves A nglo-Irish : Irish  P ro testan ts  of E nglish  an ces try —as op p o sed  
to  na tiv e  Ir ish  C atholics. G erry  Sm yth h a s  a rg u ed  th a t th e  A nglo-Irish  occup ied  a 
position  of "su p p lem en ta rity ,"  a llow ing  th em  to, as Joseph  L ennon  p u ts  it, fill a 
"m ed ia to r ro le" be tw een  Irish  p e rip h e ra l cu ltu re  an d  th e  E nglish  cen ter (L ennon 
255). T his m o d e  of m ed ia tio n  seem s, of course, a p a rticu la rly  self-conscious 
v a rie ty  o f the  p ro b lem  G ayatri Spivak iden tifies w h en  she asks w h e th e r the 
su b a lte rn  can "speak ."  (Spivak u tilizes the  te rm  "su b a lte rn "  to  refer to  the 
co lon ized  in d iv id u a ls  excluded  from  th e  hegem on ic  au th o rity  o f th e  p revailing  
colonial pow er.) T he c ripp ling  p o v erty  in  w h ich  th e  vast m ajo rity  of th e  Irish  
C atholic p ea san try  subsis ted  (to say  n o th in g  of th e ir construction  as su b -h u m an  
in  the p reva iling  E nglish  im ag in a tio n 1 2) a rg u ab ly  p rec lu d ed  th em  from  inclusion  
in  w h a tev e r "C eltic" subjectiv ity  th e  lite ra ry  elite a ttem p ted  to tran sla te  back  to 
th e  m etropole .
N onetheless, th e  L ite ra ry  R ev iva l—nick n am ed  " th e  Celtic T w ilight," 
after Y eats's fam ous collection of fa iry  ta les a n d  folk lo re —can a n d  sh o u ld  be
1 This was largely achieved in  1922 w ith the creation of the Irish Free State.
2 As just one of many examples of this sentiment, consider the facial angle sketches from 
Verhandeling van Petrus Camper (1791) suggesting the simian kinship of both the African and 
the Irish human.
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ev a lu a ted  n o t o n ly  for its rep resen ta tio n a l shortcom ings an d  sim plifications b u t 
also for th e  ex ten t to  w h ich  it is n o ne the less  a d iscourse  of resistance  w hich , by  
u n se ttlin g  th e  d icho tom y  be tw een  colonizer a n d  colonized, opens u p  a space for 
a varie ty  of g lobal subjectiv ities to assert agency. T his claim  is m ore  th a n  m ere ly  
sym bolic. A s Joseph  L ennon  h a s  d iscussed  in  h is  com prehensive  2004 w o rk  on 
w h a t he  calls "Irish  O rien ta lism ," a co m p o n en t of C eltic self-iden tification  w as a 
belief in  A sian  o rig in  derived , orig inally , from  a  sh a red  o therness  re la tive to  a 
G reco-R om an center (L ennon 5). Irish  h is to ries from  the  fifth  to  e ig h th  cen turies 
beg in  w ith  o rig ins sto ries in  Scythia (5), a n d  th e  conceptions of b o th  Ire lan d  an d  
A sian  n a tio n s  as cu ltu ra l "b o rd e rlan d s"  carried  d o w n  in to  n in e teen th  cen tu ry  
rep resen ta tio n s of co lon ized  peop les  in  b o th  a reas as a lterio r a n d  b arbaric  (56).
F rom  th is h is to ry , L ennon  develops th e  idea  th a t "o rien ta lism " as 
dep lo y ed  b y  Irish  rev ivalist w riters, an d  Yeats in  particu lar, canno t be 
u n d e rs to o d  in  th e  p u re ly  objectify ing an d  aesthetic iz ing  ligh t E d w ard  Said has 
fam ously  iden tified . A ccord ing  to L ennon, "Irish  O rien ta lism  often  d irectly  
claim s allegiance to  th e  narra tives of bo th  th e  colonizer an d  the colon ized ," u s in g  
w h a t Said w o u ld  te rm  "O rien ta lis t"  know ledge, y e t u s in g  it in  "an ti-B ritish  an d  
an tico lon ial n a rra tiv es"  w hich, L ennon  argues, u ltim a te ly  "p ro v id es  agency  for 
Ir ish  cu ltu ra l deco lon iza tion  and , a t tim es, enab les cu ltu ra l deco lon iza tion  in  
A sian  an d  W est A sian  colonies" (L ennon xxv-xxvi). In  h is chap te r on  Yeats, 
L ennon  traces th e  tra jec to ry  of th e  p o e t's  ea rly  iden tifica tions of b o th  th e  O rien t 
an d  an  im ag in ed  C eltic o th e rw o rld  w ith  a  m ystic ism  th a t stood  in  opposition  to  
th e  s tric tu res of E nglish  convention  (253-255). H e  no tes  th e  im p ac t of Yeats' 
re la tio n sh ip s w ith  the  T heosoph ist M ohin i C hatterjee  an d  the  B engali poet 
R ab in d ran a th  Tagore on  th e  Ir ish  R evival generally , an d  the ex ten t to  w h ich  the 
la t te r—by  u tiliz in g  a "n a tio n a l"  voice of resistance  in  h is p o e try - in f lu e n c e d  
Yeats to  in tensify  th e  sty lized  "C eltic" pe rso n a  h e  h im self adop ted .
In  con trast to  th e  d ialectical re la tionsh ip  w ith  A sia, a n d  p a rticu la rly  
Ind ia , w ith  w h ich  L ennon  cred its Yeats, h e  describes D u n sa n y 's  w o rk  as 
dep ic tin g  an  O rien t "in  a fash ion  m ore  consonan t w ith  [...] A nglo-F rench  
O rien ta lism ," dev o id  of an y  cross-colonial allegorical resonances (209). In  the 
rem ain d er of th is  p ap e r I w ill re fu te  th is characteriza tion  of D u n san y 's  u se  of the 
E ast in  h is  fa iry  ta le  w riting . In  so doing, I h o p e  to d em o n s tra te  h o w  th e  very  
s tru c tu re  of fan tastic  w rit in g —w hich , a t one level, ren d e rs  th e  colon ized  subject 
as exotic a n d  n o n -h u m a n —can be sim u ltan eo u sly  u se d  to  d is lodge  a n d  u nse ttle  
a colonial center in  favor of a m u ltip lic ity  of colonial subjects. I w ill d ra w  u p o n  
w h a t S hohat characterizes as "spa tia l"  an d  "tem p o ra l"  conceptions of po st- 
colon iality  w h ich  co rrespond  to  tw o  d iffe ren t re cu rrin g  fan tasies in  D u n san y 's  
fiction, b o th  of w h ich  tend , h o w ever unconsciously , to w ard  the deleg itim iz ing  of 
th e  E nglish  subject in  th e  precise  h is to rica l context of th e  early  tw en tie th  century . 
Before p ro ceed in g  to  th is analysis, how ever, a  w o rd  is w a rran ted  on  Y eats' m ore
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explicitly  "cross-co lon ial" u se  of the  E ast in  h is  o w n  m y thopoeic  m o d e  to  b e tte r 
illum ina te  h o w  D u n san y 's  w ork  pa rtic ip a ted  in  th is d iscourse.
In  early  w orks, Yeats took  u p  explicitly  E astern  subjects in  m u ch  the 
sam e m an n e r as h e  rew o rk ed  Celtic m ytho logies: w ith  a folkloric, fa iry  tale 
sensibility . For exam ple, in  "A nashuya a n d  V ijaya," a y o u n g  In d ian  p riestess 
suspects th a t h e r  love h a s  a second  lover, a p e rso n a l tu rm o il th a t ge ts w o rk ed  ou t 
in  m ytho log ica l te rm s as A n ash u y a  invokes th e  a id  of B rahm a to cause V ijaya to 
d ream  of h e r  w h en  h e  goes off to  m ee t th e  o th er w om an . H ow ever, in  h is  sho rt 
p o em  "A C oat" (1914) Yeats fam ously  describes h is  ea rly  C eltic m ytho log ica l 
poem s as "a  coat /  C overed  w ith  em bro ideries /  O u t of o ld  m y tho log ies" w hich  
h e  w as forced  to  d isca rd  after " th e  fools cau g h t it," d iscovering , in  an  expression  
of sh ifting  poetic vision, th a t " th e re 's  m ore  en te rp rise  /  In  w alk in g  n ak ed "  (Yeats, 
"C oat,"  ll.1-10). P a rt of th is  m o v em en t aw ay  from  Irish  fa iry  w riting , accord ing  to 
L ennon, w as an  increased  im ag inative  fusion  of Ir ish  a n d  E astern  in terests: 
"A lthough  n o t v e ry  aw are  of th e  w o rk in g s of g lobal colon ialism  or of m o d e rn  
In d ia  an d  its an tico lon ial struggles, Yeats so u g h t to  com bat th e  'g ro w in g  tid e ' of 
m o d e rn ity  in  Ire lan d  w ith  a 'n e w  science b ased  in  O rien ta lism  a n d  C elticism " 
an d  even tua lly , w ith  the  fa ilu re  of an y  coheren t id ea  of Irish  e thn ic ity  derivable 
from  C eltic fa iry  ta les an d  m yths, h e  "ea rn estly  tu rn e d  to b asin g  a n e w  sense of 
Irishness a n d  C elticity  on  th e  O rien t"  (L ennon 287).
In  h is  la te r poem s Yeats dep icts th e  O rien t as a p lace of refuge  from  the 
destruc tive  p re ssu re s  of W estern  m o d e rn ity  an d  h is o w n  aging. M ost fam ously , 
in  "Sailing  to  B yzan tium ," h e  describes h is ho m e as "no  co un try  for o ld  m en" 
an d  p rocla im s th a t h e  h a s  "sa iled  th e  seas an d  com e /  To th e  ho ly  city  of 
B yzan tium " (Yeats, "B yzan tium ," ll. 1, 15-16) w h ere  aged  b o d y  w ill tran sfo rm  
in to  a m echan ica l n ig h tin g a le  "To keep  a d ro w sy  E m pero r aw ake" or "s in g  /  To 
lo rd s a n d  lad ies of B yzan tium " (ll. 29-31). A n d  in  "L apis L azu li" h e  lam en ts  the 
tr iv ia lity  of a rt as rep re sen ted  b y  th e  E nglish  canon ("H am le t ram b les"  a n d  "L ear 
rages" futilely , w h ile  the  political s itua tion  of W o rld  W ar II m ean s  "T hat if 
n o th in g  d ras tic  is done  /  A erop lane  an d  Z ep p e lin  w ill com e out, /  P itch  like K ing 
Billy bom b-balls in  /  U n til th e  to w n  lie bea ten  flat" (Yeats, "L apis,"  ll. 5-8)). By 
contrast, th e  n a rra to r  finds peace in  co n tem p la ting  th e  tran q u ility  of w h a t he  
im ag ines as E astern  a r tw o rk —"T w o C h in am en  [...] carved  in  lap is lazu li"  — 
delig h tin g  "to  im ag ine  th em  sea ted  there; /  There, on  the  m o u n ta in  an d  th e  sky, /  
O n  all th e  trag ic  scene th ey  stare. [...] /  T heir ancient, g litte ring  eyes, are gay" (ll. 
37-38, 50-56). O ne fea tu re  com m on to  all of these  w orks is th e ir o rien ta tion  
a ro u n d  th e  poetic  id en tity  of th e  n a r r a to r—"orien ta lism ," for Yeats, becom es 
po litic ized  w h en  h e  dep ic ts w h a t h e  considers to  be th e  E astern  sensib ility  as a 
m ore  au then tic  id en tity  for an  in tellect a liena ted  b y  th e  w o rld  in  w h ich  it exists. 
A s I w ill en d eav o r to  show  below , D u n san y 's  b ra n d  of o rien talism , th o u g h  m u ch  
m ore  fan tastic  in  na tu re , is no t w ho lly  rem o v ed  from  Y eats's project.
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A ny  d iscussion  of D u n san y  in  a colonial context m u s t begin , of course, 
w ith  th e  fact that, b ey o n d  m ere ly  be in g  a m em b er of th e  Irish  P ro testan t 
ascendancy , h e  w as one of th e  few  m em b ers of th e  Irish  L ite ra ry  R evival w ho  
s u p p o r te d —arden tly , no  le s s—the  u n io n  w ith  E ng land .3 T h o u g h  in itia lly  a 
p ro teg e  of Yeats after the  d ea th  of Synge, a n d  invo lved  early  in  h is career w ith  
th e  A bbey  T heatre , D u n san y  ev en tu a lly  q u a rre led  w ith  h is  m en to r, w ith  w h o m  
h is  v iew s on  the  Irish  political situa tion  h a d  a lw ays d iverged . Yeats strongly  
su p p o r te d  D u n san y 's  firs t p lay , The Glittering Gate (1909), w h ich  d ea lt w ith  tw o  
deceased  bu rg la rs , d iscussing  th e  n a tu re  of th e  h ereafte r from  th e  afterlife. 
D u n san y  w o u ld  la te r say  h e  h a d  w ritten  th e  p lay  "chiefly  to  p lease  Yeats," b u t 
w as "u n in te res ted "  in  it, d esp ite  its critical success, com pared  to  h is  later 
o rien ta lis t fan tasies (D unsany, "L etters," 137). In  a 1916 le tter to  S tu art W alker, 
an  A m erican  p ro d u ce r of som e of h is  plays, D un san y  fu rth e rm o re  seem s m erely  
to le ran t of rep o r ted  A m erican  m isp ro n u n c ia tio n s of h is  nam e  in  a m ore  Celtic 
m anner: "T hose w h o  call it Doon-sahny h ave  every  rig h t to  do  so, for since it is 
th e  n am e  of an  Irish  p lace one  can h a rd ly  b lam e peop le  for p ro n o u n c in g  it in  an 
o ld  Irish  u n an g lic ized  m an n er"  (D unsany , "L etters,"  159). Indeed , in  1932, w h en  
Yeats co -founded  th e  Irish  A cadem y  of L etters, h e  b a rre d  h is  fo rm er p ro tege  
from  full m em b ersh ip  because  h is  w ork  inad eq u a te ly  re la ted  to  Ire lan d  a n d  the 
Ir ish  (M iller). P atrick  M aum e w rites  th a t "D u n san y 's  version  of im p eria lism  in 
Ire lan d  saw  th e  system  n o t as a p a th w ay  to  m o d ern ity , b u t ra ther, as a m ean s  of 
p rese rv in g  feu d a l va lues th a t w ere  d isap p ea rin g  from  B ritain  itself" (M aum e 14). 
D un san y  w as an  agnostic, a fact w h ich  w ill be re levan t to  m y  d iscussion  of h is 
m y tho log ica l w riting , below , an d  M aum e cites th is fact as a reason  w h y  D unsany  
"clings to  th e  d ream  of em p ire  even  as h e  d iscard s th e  claim s to  social p rog ress 
an d  relig ious su p erio rity  th a t o rig ina lly  u n d e rw ro te  th e  d ream " (14).
B eyond h is  v iew s on  Ire lan d  specifically, D un san y  w as an  active 
p a rtic ip an t in  th e  pro ject of g lobal em pire . In  1899 h e  fo u g h t w ith  th e  C o ldstream  
G u a rd  in  th e  Boer W ar an d  w o u ld  la te r say  of h is  p lay  King Argimenes and the 
Unknown Warrior tha t, w h ile  h e  h a d  w ritten  it "from  a su d d e n  fancy  I h a d  of a 
k in g  in  rag s g n aw in g  a bone," the  id ea  m ay  h ave  com e from  a subconscious 
m em o ry  of a tim e h e  "w as h u n g ry , sitting  a n d  sleep ing  u p o n  th e  g ro u n d  w ith  
o th er d isheve led  m en  in  A frica" ("L etters" 138). D u n san y 's  o th er experiences 
w ith  em p ire  in c lu d ed  several v isits to E gypt, h u n tin g  tr ip s  to A lgeria, E ast 
A frica, an d  Sudan , a n d  a v isit to  h is  arm y  officer son w h en  h e  w as s tay ing  w ith  
th e  N aw ab  of R an p u r. T hough, as M aum e notes, D u n san y 's  aristocratic
3 For example, in  1914 he smuggled weapons for the Ulster Volunteer Force across the Irish 
Sea in  his luggage (Amory 103) and in  1916, as a member of the Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers, 
he was shot in the face by an Irish rebel during the Easter Rising (Maume 16).
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rem in iscences ab o u t these  tr ip s  focus on  th e  lan d scap e  an d  "[pay] little  a tten tion  
to  u rb a n  natives, except to  lam en t th a t th ey  are  be in g  destro y ed  b y  civ ilization" 
h is  conversa tions w ith  th e  N aw ab  an d  o th er In d ian  princes reveal a do u b led  
v iew  of th e  colonial political encounter: "D u n san y  bo th  pokes fu n  a t th e ir na ivete  
an d  in s inua tes  th a t O rien ta l d esp o tism  m a y  be su p erio r to  B ritish L ibera lism " 
(M aum e 22). F u rth erm o re , it sh o u ld  be  n o te d  th a t D u n san y 's  critique of the 
destruc tive  effect of "c iv ilization" re fe rred  to the sam e W estern  m o d ern iz in g  
b ra n d  of c iv ilization  w h ich  h e  frequen tly  lam en ted  for its sim ilar effects back  in 
B ritain. A s M aum e p u ts  it, D u n san y 's  "u n sw erv in g  belief in  em p ire  w as 
accom pan ied  by  to ta l d isbelief in  th e  claim s of E u ro p ean  civ ilization  to  political, 
econom ic, a n d  relig ious su p erio rity  over in d ig en o u s  peo p les"  (21). I n o w  tu rn  to 
tw o  characteristics of th e  fan tastic  in  D u n san y 's  w ritin g  w h ich  reveal this 
con trad ic tion  a n d  h ave  the  effect of d is ru p tin g  th e  very  hegem onic  d iscu rsive  
s tru c tu re  w ith in  w h ich  he  operates.
Ahistoric Temporality in the Mythic Mode
In  co m paring  D u n san y 's  fan tasy  novel The King o f Elfland's Daughter to  
R u sh d ie 's  M idnight's Children, H an s  U lrich  Seeber sta tes th a t bo th  tex ts u tilize  
m ag ic  to create "s tru c tu res  w h ich  overcom e th e  p o w er of space a n d  tim e" 
(Seeber 236). In  R u sh d ie 's  case, Seeber claim s th a t th e  fusion  of m agic, reality , 
m y th  an d  techno logy  re su lt in a stru c tu ra l dep ic tion  of th e  w o rld  in  a p o st­
colonial m om ent: "ev e ry th in g  seem s to  in terconnect as if the  n o v e l's  language  
an d  s tru c tu re  in te n d e d  to  flesh  o u t th e  id ea  of a g lobal syncre tism  of cu ltu res  and 
th e  m ag ic  id ea  of cosm ic u n ity  a t th e  sam e tim e" (233). W hile  Seeber notes, 
correctly  in  m y  view , th a t the m agical tim elessness in  th is p a rticu la r D un san y  
tex t (in w h ich  a fa iry  princess longs for th e  static a tem p o ra lity  of h e r  fa ther's  
u n c h an g in g  k in g d o m  after h av in g  m arrie d  a m o rta l p rince  an d  b riefly  so journed  
in  th e  m o rta l w o rld  of h is to rica l tim e) is m ore  concerned  w ith  " th e  tim elessness 
an d  th e  p o w er of a rt"  (236) h is com parison  of th is techn ique  to  R u sh d ie 's , w ith  
its co n tem p o ra ry  political im plications, inv ites u s  to  consider h o w  D u n san y 's  
p reoccupa tion  w ith  a tem p o ra lity  functions in  h is  o th er fiction, m u ch  of w h ich  
explicitly  engages the  re la tionsh ip  be tw een  "E ast" an d  "W est."
In  Y eats's in tro d u c tio n  to  a selection  of D u n san y 's  s to rie s—w hile  
exp ressing  th e  w ish  th a t h e  could  "b rin g  h is  im ag in a tio n  in to  th e  o ld  Irish  
leg en d a ry  w o rld  in s tead  of those  m ag ic  lan d s  of h is  w ith  th e ir vague E astern  
air," th e  fo rm er n o tes  the  o rig ins of D u n san y 's  ta les in  " those  rom an tic  id eas th a t 
a re  som ew here  in  th e  b ack g ro u n d  of all o u r m in d s"  an d  in  p a rticu la r " the 
m y s te rio u s p o w er w h ich  is som etim es called  b y  som e g rea t g o d 's  n am e  b u t m ore  
often  'T im e '"  (Yeats, " In tro d u c tio n "  6-8). Yeats goes on  to  acknow ledge bo th  the 
tim elessness a n d  th e  p a rticu la rity  of D u n san y 's  re la tionsh ip  to tem p o ra lity  in 
th is "E astern" co n tex t—on th e  one h a n d  p o in tin g  to  th e  ta les ' com m on them e of
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"v ag u e  rebellion" aga in s t tim e, w h ile  on  th e  o ther co m paring  h is  au th o ria l voice 
to  Sir John  M an d ev ille—w hose fou rteen th  cen tu ry  h ig h ly  fictitious accoun t of 
trave ls  to  A sia sign ify  bo th  th e  tem p o ra l specific ity  a n d  fan tastic  construction  of 
th e  m o m en t of contact. (M andeville  h im self w as likely  n o t a h is to rica l p e rso n  b u t 
a series of com pilers, y e t th e  d a w n in g  aw areness of A sia as a physica l p lace w as 
v e ry  real.)
In  th e  sto ry  collection The Gods o f Pegana (1905), an d  its fo llow -up  Time 
and the Gods (1906), D u n san y  develops a po ly theis tic  co sm ography  of an 
im ag in a ry  w orld , in ten d ed  to  m im ic the  archaic p ro se  cadences of th e  Bible. The 
explicit O ld  T estam en t in fluence suggests a b lu rrin g  of th e  sacred  trad itio n s of 
th e  Judeo -C hris tian  W est an d  th e  various po ly theis tic  trad itio n s of th e  East, 
w hose  d is tinc tions on ly  becam e re levan t w ith  th e  incu rsion  of h is to rica l tim e. For 
exam ple, in  th e  first sto ry  in  Time and the Gods D u n san y  opens: "O nce w h en  the 
g ods w ere  y o u n g  a n d  on ly  T heir sw arth y  se rvan t T im e w as w ith o u t age, the 
g ods lay  s leep ing  by  a b ro ad  river u p o n  ea rth "  (D unsany , "T im e" 3). A s the 
series of sto ries p rog resses to  describe h ow  various deities cam e to be 
w o rsh ip p ed , D u n san y  inco rpo ra tes  the ro le of m o rta l m ed ia to rs  in  constructing  
an d  in te rp re tin g  th e  d iv ine. H e  rep ea ted ly  suggests such m ed ia tio n  to  be 
suspect, in  p a r t d u e  to  its au th o rita tiv e  reg u la tio n  of tem porality .
In  "T he S orrow  of Search," a k in g  w ho  seeks kn o w led g e  of the  gods 
consu lts h is p ro p h e t w h o  te lls h im  th a t "b y  the side of th e  ro ad  to  K now in g  [...] 
s tan d  m an y  tem ples, an d  th e  d o o rw ay  of ev ery  tem p le  s tan d  m a n y  p riests , an d  
th ey  cry to  th e  trave le rs  th a t w eary  of th e  road , cry ing  to  them : 'T h is  is th e  E nd .'"  
N one of these  tem p les p rove  in  fact to be  " th e  end ,"  as m an y  of th e  travelers in  
fact con tinue  on  th e ir w ay  un til one trav e le r reaches th e  "U tte r E nd" a t w h ich  he  
finds, a t th e  b o tto m  of an  abyss, one sm all g o d  "n o  b igger th a n  a h are ,"  w hose 
voice "cam e cry ing  in  th e  cold: 'I  k now  no t.' A n d  b ey o n d  th e  g u lf w as no u g h t, 
on ly  th e  sm all g o d  cry ing" ("Sorrow " 42). T he in itia l stru c tu re  of th is sto ry  
s trong ly  suggests a teleological n a rra tiv e  in  w h ich  th e  u n if ied  g o d h ead  of 
C h ris tian ity  w ill p rove  to  be  th e  one un iv e rsa l tru th , after a series of illeg itim ate  
p re ten sio n s b y  po ly theis tic  faiths. T herefore  th e  pow erlessness of th e  "one  sm all 
go d "  a t the  e n d  of th e  tale, in  u n d e rm in in g  these  expectations, com es shockingly  
close to  a re fu ta tio n  of C h ris t as th e  one savior. A s S.T. Joshi notes, D u n san y 's  
criticism  of re lig ion  goes b ey o n d  "m ere ly  a d isp lay  of th e  d u p lic ity  an d  
avaric iousness of th e  p riesthood : th ere  is a fu n d am en ta l qu estio n in g  of the  very  
fo u n d a tio n s of re lig ion" (Joshi 25-6). Yet in  p ass in g  ju d g m en t on  all re lig ions — 
an d  p e rh ap s  m o s t keen ly  on  C hris tian ity , for th e  ch ild -likeness of its cen tral 
figu re  a n d  ab su rd ity  of its c en tra lity —D u n san y  pow erfu lly  u n d e rm in es  the 
C h ris tian iz ing  n a rra tiv e  p rev io u sly  ju s tify ing  the  colonial project.
D u n san y  rev isits  th e  re la tionsh ip  be tw een  tem porality , illeg itim acy  an d  
contact in  an o th e r le tte r to  W alker, w ritten  from  th e  trenches of W orld  W ar I. In
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ex p la in in g  th a t h is  fa iry  tales sho u ld  nev er be  tak en  as allegories D u n san y  
w rites:
[W ]hen I w rite of Babylon, there are people w ho cannot see tha t I w rite of 
it for love of Babylon's ways, and they th ink I 'm  thinking of London and 
our beastly Parliament.
Only I get further east than  Babylon, even to K ingdom s that seem to lie in 
the tw ilight beyond the East of the W orld. I w ant to w rite about m en and 
w om en and the great forces tha t have been w ith  them  from  their cradle 
u p —forces tha t the centuries have neither aged nor w eakened. N ot about 
people w ho are so interested about the latest m ascot or m otor tha t not 
enough rem ains w hen  the trivial is sifted from  them . (Dunsany, "Letters"
134-5)
D u n san y 's  v iew  of the  "E ast" as increasing ly  tim eless is certa in ly  p rob lem atic  for 
a n u m b er of reasons. In  th e  first p lace it associates E astern -ness w ith  th e  d ead  
civ ilization  of B abylon, accessible o n ly  th ro u g h  aesthetic ized  artifacts th ro u g h  
w h ich  D u n san y  m a y  a rro g an tly  assert om nisc ien t kn o w led g e  of "B abylon 's 
w ays." F u rth e rm o re  th e  association  of the  E ast w ith  p reh is to ry  an d  en d o w ed  
w ith  th e  know ledge  of th e  "c rad le" seem s to  e n d o w  it w ith  th e  k in d  of " tim eless 
ch ildhood" Said h as m u ch  m ore  recen tly  accused  th e  U n ited  S tates of a ttrib u tin g  
to  th e  M id d le  E ast (Said 191).
N onetheless, in  re so rtin g  to  an  O rien ta lized  tim elessness D u n san y  is 
n ecessa rily —an d  qu ite  exp lic itly—d isav o w in g  th e  h is to rica l p a rticu la rity  of the 
B ritish em pire , w hose  cen ter of political p o w er h e  considers "beastly" an d  w hose 
citizens th e  superfic ia l p ro d u c ts  of th e ir fleeting  tem porality . E scapism  from  
m o d e rn ity —th e  d a rk e r side of w h ich  D u n san y  w as in tim ate ly  experiencing  at 
th e  tim e h e  w ro te  these  w o rd s —is an  oft-cited  function  of fan tasy  lite ra tu re . But 
for an au th o r so d eep ly  com m itted  to th e  no tion  of em p ire  as a system  of 
exchange in  th e  abstract, it is d ifficult to  avo id  seeing  in  m y thopoeic  tex ts like The 
Gods o f Pegana som e of th e  "m agic id ea  of cosm ic u n ity "  (233) Seeber d iscerned  in  
R u sh d ie 's  m ag ical rea lis t post-co lon ial text.
T he free associative n a tu re  of m y  connection  h e re  m a y  rem in d  u s  of 
S h oha t's  concern  th a t th e  sh a red  experience of im p eria lism  an d  colon ialism  m ay  
o p en  th e  do o r to  d iscu ssin g  th e  co lonizer a n d  th e  colonized in th e  sam e category  
of th e  post-colonial. Yet D u n san y 's  m agical ren d itio n  of con tac t as h a v in g  b o th  a 
geog raph ic  a n d  a tem p o ra l co m p o n en t—w h ile  it, ad m itted ly , does violence to 
th e  gen u in e  experiences of th e  factual co lon ized  subject a t th e  tim e of h is 
w rit in g —also h a s  th e  effect of ex p lo d in g  the  n arra tives of excep tionalism  an d  
p re -o rd in a tio n  d riv in g  th e  B ritish colonial en te rp rise  a t th a t m om ent. W hile 
p a rtia lly  c loak ing  th e  m ore  ex trem e re lig ious im plica tions in  th e  lan g u ag e  of 
"once u p o n  a tim e," D u n san y  centers h is  m ytho log ica l "p re-co lon ia l"  E ast a t the
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expense  of both factual colonial an d  post-co lon ial subjects, an d  the ir E u ropean  
colonizers.
Reciprocal Colonization and the Othering of London
E ven m ore  explic itly  th an  in  h is  u se  of tem porality , D u n san y  effects a 
m ag ical de-cen tering  w h ich  I w ill refer to  as "rec ip rocal colon ization" th ro u g h  
h is  fixation on  th e  o rien ta tion  of B ritain  genera lly  a n d  L ondon  specifically  
re la tive to  th e  E astern  o ther. In  exp ressing  a g en era l lack  of in te res t in  h is  first 
p lay , The Glittering Gate, D u n san y  describes h is  second  play , King Argimenes and 
the Unknown Warrior as " th e  first p lay  I ever w ro te  ab o u t m y  ow n  coun try" 
(D unsany , "L etters ,"  137). T hough, on  one level, a s ta tem en t ab o u t the  g rea te r 
ro le of h is  im ag ina tion  in  crafting  th e  second  play , th is  observation  also m akes 
tw o  oppositiona l m oves w ith in  a m u lti-cen te red  colonial context. O n  th e  one 
h an d , D u n san y  suggests th a t the  Irish  colony of w h ich  h e  is ac tua lly  a citizen  (in 
w h ich  even  h is p riv ileg ed  position  is su b o rd in a te  to  th e  E nglish  au thority ) is n o t 
h is  country . In s tead , b y  dev is ing  the  fan tastic  p ro to -B aby lon ian  se tting  of King  
Argimenes h e  h as crea ted  h is  o w n  E astern  space over w h ich  to  assert 
so v e re ig n ty —to becom e th e  g o v ern in g  subject in s tead  of th e  governed .
Yet th e  s ta tem en t likew ise suggests th a t th e  en tire  tim eless E astern  
w o rld  to  w h ich  D u n san y  re tu rn s  in  h is p lays an d  sto ries is, itself, "h is  coun try ," 
in  con trast to  an  a liena ting  con tem porary  Britain. D u n san y 's  o w n  A nglo-Irish  
id en tity  m ak es th e  m ean in g  am biguous, b u t it is in te res tin g  to  n o te  th a t the 
b ifu rca ted  ro le of co lon izer/co lon ized  th a t such  an  analysis p ro p o ses is ac tua lly  
b o rn e  o u t b y  th e  substance  of th e  p lay  itself: th e  title  ch a rac te r—w ith  w hom , as 
described  earlier, D u n san y  h a d  explicitly  iden tified  w ith  h is position  as a 
b e leag u ered  colonial so ld ier in  A frica—w as a k ing  w ho  lost h is  sovere ign ty  after 
becom ing  enslav ed  by  an o th e r king, o n ly  to  ev en tu a lly  rega in  it. T his cyclical 
struc tu re , again , serves to  d is ru p t the  geograph ic  b in a rie s  of em pire . 
F u rtherm ore , in  com p la in ing  th a t p a ren ts  m ig h t decide  to  u se  p lay s  such  as King 
Argimenes to teach  th e ir ch ild ren  h is to rica l lessons ab o u t B abylonian  civilization, 
D u n san y  u se s  th e  colon ized  subject as a m odel for th e  p ro p e r in tellectual 
en g ag em en t w ith  th e  w ork , in s isting  th a t " th e  schoo lm aster [...] m u s t be  caged" 
so th a t "p eo p le  can enjoy them selves w ith o u t b e in g  p o u n ced  o n  an d  m a d e  to 
lead  b e tte r lives, like A frican  na tiv es  b e in g  carried  aw ay  b y  lions w h ile  they  
d an ced "  ("L etters" 148). A gain, D u n san y  sim u ltan eo u sly  objectifies a n d  aligns 
h im se lf w ith  th e  co lon ized  subject, in  a rhe to rica l s tra tegy  in te n d e d  p rim a rily  to 
call in to  question  th e  system s en fo rc ing  th e  B ritish political au thority .
T h ro u g h o u t h is  fan tasy  w ritin g  a n d  h is  letters, D u n san y  p e rp e tu a lly  
recu rs  to a d efam ilia rized  an d  exoticized L ondon , re inscribed  in to  a fancifu l 
E astern  setting . A lw ays, th e  o rien ta tio n  of th e  tw o  locations re lative to  one 
an o th e r fo rm s a cen tral anxiety. L am en tin g  to  W alker th e  alien constructedness
Mythlore 31.1/2, Fall/Winter 2012   115
Reciprocal Colonization in  the Irish Fairy Tales of Lord Dunsany
of co n tem p o ra ry  L ondon, in  com parison  to  the  p a rts  of the w o rld  over w h ich  it 
a sse rted  sovereign ty , D u n san y  w rites: "As a m a tte r  of fact it is n o t th e  ru in s  of 
Y pres o r a stree t in  D ub lin  th a t show s th e  h ig h  w a te r m a rk  of ou r tim es ' 
barbarity ; it is to  be seen in  L ondon  in  o u r 'm u s ica l' 'co m ed ies,' in  m u ch  of ou r 
arch itecture , a n d  in  toys m a d e  for ch ild ren"  ("L etters," 138). Such language  
aligns D u n san y  w ith  the  perspective  of a m ag ical E astern  observer in  h is ta le  "A 
N arro w  Escape," in  w h ich  an  A rab ian  m ag ic ian  liv ing  in  a "d a n k  cavern  below  
B elgrave S quare" decides to  d estro y  L ondon  for h a v in g  "ab u sed  its 
o p p o rtu n itie s  [...] gone too far, in  fine, w ith  its c iv ilization ," b y  concocting  a 
p o tion  m ad e  from  " th e  h e a rt of th e  to ad  th a t dw elle th  in  A rab ia  a n d  b y  the 
m o u n ta in s  of B ethany" (501). L ike D unsany , h e  criticizes th e  effects of m o d e rn ity  
on  th e  city, cu rsing  it " fro m  fog to  loam -pit, from  zen ith  to  th e  abyss, m oto r-bus, 
factory, shop, p arliam en t, peop le" (502).
L ikew ise, in  "T he C ity  on  M alling ton  M oor" (1916), th e  n arra to r, 
d ec id ing  to  forgo a L ondon  season d u e  in  p a r t to  " th e  u g liness  of th e  th in g s in 
th e  shops" an d  in  p a r t to  "a  qu ite  u n reaso n ab le  lo ng ing  for la rge  w oods an d  
w aste  spaces" w h ich  "every  su m m er in  L ondon  [...] g rew  w orse  till th e  th in g  
w as becom ing  in to lerab le" (427) h ea rs  ru m o rs  of a "b eau tifu l city, all of w h ite  
m arb le , an d  w ith  a fo reign  look u p  on  M alling ton  M oor" (428). T he sto ry  h a s  tw o  
phases; th e  first of w h ich  defam iliarizes th e  E nglish  se tting  an d  th e  second  of 
w h ich  rep laces it w ith  an  a lternative  East. M alling ton  M oor, itself fictitious, can 
a p p a ren tly  be reach ed  by  the  L ondon  trave le r v ia  th e  h am le t of L ingw old , also 
fictitious b u t d escribed  as a realistic  p a r t of the  E nglish  coun tryside . T he n a rra to r 
p ro v id es u s  th e  e tym o logy  estab lish ing  M alling ton  M oor as a lonely  place: "The 
N o rm an s w h en  th ey  cam e h a d  called  it M al L ieu  an d  a fte rw ard s M allin tow n  and  
so it chan g ed  to  M alling ton . [...] A n d  before  th a t som e say  th a t th e  Saxons called 
it Baplas, w h ich  I believe to be  a co rru p tio n  of B ad P lace" (428). T his descrip tion  
show s E n g lan d  itself as an  object of conquest an d  dom ina tion , w ith  the 
lan d scap e  a site of sin ister a lte rity  m u ch  like som e W estern  constructions of the 
East.
A fter consu lta tion  w ith  an  in tox ica ted  sh ep h e rd  w h o  som etim es reaches 
th e  edges of th e  M oor w h en  p u rsu in g  s tray  sheep , th e  n a rra to r  even tua lly  
d iscovers the  city, w h ich  h e  describes as explicitly  M u slim  in ap pearance , th o u g h  
w ith  d isto rtions: "w h a t [the shepherd ] h a d  called  th in  sp ires w ere  m in a re ts  [...]. 
T he city  w as obv iously  of th e  E ast a n d  y e t w here  there  sh o u ld  h av e  been  
crescents on  the  dom es of the  m in a re ts  there  w ere  go ld en  suns w ith  rays" (432). 
In  con trast to  th e  deso la tion  of th e  M oor over w h ich  h e  h a s  traversed , " the  
peop le  h a d  k in d ly  faces" a n d  "w ere  ev id en tly  fr iend ly  to  s trangers"  an d  h e  no tes 
th a t th e  w alls w ere  in scribed  w ith  th e  w o rd s  "H ere  stran g ers  rest,"  in  a n u m b er 
of languages in c lu d in g  A rabic, A ssyrian , an d  " th e  lan g u ag e  th a t you  see on  the 
w alls of th e  g rea t tem p les of E gyp t"  (433-34). W eary, th e  trave le r lays d o w n  to
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sleep an d  h is  " th o u g h ts  seem ed  p a r t of th e  song  th a t th e  w o m an  w as sing ing  in 
th e  m id s t of th e  cou rt u n d e r  th e  go ld en  b raz ie rs  th a t h u n g  from  th e  h ig h  roof" 
(434). T he sto ry  e n d s  w ith  the  n a rra to r w ak in g  in to  th e  "m o rn in g  on  M alling ton  
M oor" w ith  th e  city "q u ite  gone" (435). T h ro u g h  the  d o u b led  p ro g ress  of th is 
ta le —in  w h ich  th e  exp lo ra tion  an d  ev en tu a l re tu rn  to  M alling ton  M oor itself 
fo rm s its o w n  d a rk e r q u es t w ith in  w h ich  the  exotic "E astern" goal is in scribed  — 
D u n san y  seem s to  assert the fo re ignness an d  d an g ers  of E ng land  itself, in 
con trast to  the  m ore  w elcom ing  space of th e  city. T h a t th e  p seu d o -M u slim  city  is 
evanescent, associa ted  w ith  d ream s, an d  o p en  seem ing ly  as a h igh ly  
aesthetic ized  resource  an d  com fort to  the  W estern  trave le r reinforces a fam iliar 
colonial ste reo type  of A sia. Yet th e  trav e le r 's  in d iv id u a lized  experience of 
in teg ra tio n  w ith  th e  city  an d  its  m usic, in  con trast to h is  rep u lsio n  b y  L ondon  
an d  te rro r of th e  M oor, again  o p en s th e  possib ility  for a n on -h ierarch ica l 
re la tio n sh ip  be tw een  E ast a n d  W est, m ed ia ted  by  th e  p erce iv in g  consciousness of 
an  in d iv id u a l subject.
In  a sim ilar fashion, in  "H o w  O ne C am e, as W as Foreto ld , To th e  C ity  of 
N ever" (1912), D u n san y  opens w ith  a p ro p h ecy  th a t m ag ically  links th e  spaces of 
E ast an d  W est in  an o th e r recip rocally  colonial re la tionsh ip : "T he child  th a t 
p lay ed  ab o u t th e  te rraces a n d  g a rd en s  in  sigh t of th e  S u rrey  h ills  nev er k n ew  th a t 
it w as h e  th a t sh o u ld  com e to  the  U ltim ate  C ity, nev er kn ew  th a t h e  sho u ld  see 
th e  U n d er Pits, th e  barb icans an d  th e  h o ly  m in a re ts  of th e  m ig h tiest city k now n" 
(391). H ere, th e  p o w er lies in  th e  im ag ined , aga in  explicitly  M uslim , East; the 
"h ills  of S urrey" occupy  a p e rip h e ra l space re lative to  th e  E astern  m etropo le . Yet 
sim ultaneously , th e  sto ry  estab lishes th e  E nglish  subject as th e  o rgan iz ing  
consciousness of th e  story: th e  child, u p o n  becom ing  a m an , d iscovers th a t h e  h as 
th e  m ag ical p o w er to  h a rn ess  th e  w in g ed  h ip p o g riff (D u n san y 's  frequen tly  
u tilized  "B abylonian" creature) w h ich  enab les h im  to em b ark  on  h is  fligh t of 
d iscovery  m u ch  like a W estern  exp lo rer a rriv in g  in  th e  "N ew " W orld . Yet u p o n  
reach ing  th e  city the  h e ro  d iscovers "d w arfin g  the m o u n ta in s , an  even  g rea ter 
city" (393) w h ich  "n e ith e r the m ag ic  h a lte r n o r an y th in g  th a t h e  d id "  could  
p ro m p t h is  h ip p o g riff to  fly to w ards . T his ou tcom e b o th  d im in ishes the  heroics 
of D u n san y 's  E nglish  h ero  th ro u g h  h is  "d eed  unaccom plished"(394) an d  
suggests th e  possib ility  of the "U ltim ate  C ity" o rien tin g  itself a ro u n d  its ow n  
aesthetic ized  O ther.
T he u ltim a te  exam ple  of D u n san y 's  im ag in ed  E ast defam ilia riz ing  an d  
o th e rin g  th e  W est occurs in  th e  sto ry  "A Tale of L ondon" (1916). T he s to ry  opens 
w ith  a S u ltan  "in  the  very  fu rth e s t lan d s  th a t k n o w  B agdad ," ask ing  his 
"h asheesh -ea te r"  to "d re a m  to m e n o w  of L ondon" (413). T he h asheesh -ea te r 
rep lies w ith  a p seu d o -"E aste rn "  descrip tion  of L ondon:
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Its houses are of ebony and cedar w hich they roof w ith  th in  copper 
p lates tha t the hand  of Time tu rn s green. They have golden 
balconies in  w hich am ethysts are w here they sit and  w atch the 
sunset. M usicians in  the gloam ing steal softly along the w ays [...] 
in  the darkness suddenly  they p lay  on  dulcim ers. (413)
A fter several pages of descrip tion  in  th is ve in  th e  S u ltan  asks s im ply  "A nd is 
th e ir g o v ern m en t good?" T he h asheesh -ea te r rep lies on ly  " it is m o s t good ," 
before  p ass in g  o u t en tire ly  (416). L ennon  criticizes the  ta le  for d em o n s tra tin g  
" th e  b in a ry  of th e  g lo rious m etropo le  a n d  th e  env ious p e rip h e ry "  (209). In  
ad d itio n  to th is critique one cou ld  a d d  th a t th e  dep ic tion  of E astern  characters as 
d ecad en t d ru g  abusers  is a particu la rly  p e rn ic ious u se  of stereo type . H ow ever, 
L en n o n 's  criticism  en tire ly  ignores the  ab u n d an ce  of D u n san y  ta les in  w hich  
g rea t im ag in a ry  E astern  cities function  as the  "u ltim a te"  d ream s for p e rip h e ra l 
W estern  observers; ag a in s t th is b ack d ro p  it becom es clear th a t th is  ta le  is, in  part, 
ab o u t th e  function  of th e  colonial gaze, w h ich  ren d ers  the  com m onplace exotic 
an d  overly  aesthetic ized . N o B ritish read e r w o u ld  be likely  to  recogn ize  the 
actua l L ondon  in  th is ren d e rin g  of go ld en  balconies a n d  am ethysts; th e  ta le  begs 
u s  to exam ine h o w  d is tance  causes u s  to fabricate a n d  construct th e  "alien ." 
F u rtherm ore , re a d  aga in s t D u n san y 's  rep ea ted  expressions of d isg u s t for the 
B ritish governm en t, the  fact th a t th e  hasheesh -ea te r, in  con trast to  h is  p a rag rap h - 
long  rh ap so d ies  ab o u t th e  b eau ties  of o ther aspects of th e  city, seem s overloaded  
b y  the  m ere  suggestion  of h a v in g  to  find  lau d a to ry  th ings to  say  ab o u t the 
go v ern m en t a n d  b reaks d o w n  en tire ly  after a cu rso ry  response, is a fairly  
m a rk e d  criticism  of P arliam ent. A gain , w h ile  w o rk in g  in  th e  m e d iu m  of 
O rien ta lis t fan tasy , D u n san y  con tinues to  b u ild  a t a dialectical re la tionsh ip  
be tw een  E ast an d  W est, in  w h ich  B ritain  itself becom es objectified, 
defam ilia rized  an d  re -o rien ted  re lative to th e  E ast (and  in  p a rticu la r the M uslim  
East).
Conclusion
In  one of h is  m ore  u n n e rv in g  u ses of m ag ic  in  M idnight's Children, 
R u sh d ie  estab lishes the  m o tif of " th e  W idow " w h o  h a u n ts  h is  n a rra to r 's  
recollections a s —p articu la rly  w ith  the  im ages of th e  film  The W izard o f O z so 
p e rm an en t a p a r t of th e  cu ltu ra l im ag in a tio n —an  en coun te r w ith  a w itch:
[T]he W idow  is green bu t her hair is black as black. The W idow 
sits on a high high chair the chair is green the seat is black the 
W idow 's hair has a center-parting it is green on the left and on the 
right black. H igh as the sky the chair is green the seat is black the 
W idow 's arm  is long as death its skin is green the fingernails are 
long and sharp and  black. Between the w alls the children green the
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w alls are green the W idow 's arm  comes snaking dow n the snake is 
green the children scream  the fingernails are black they scratch the 
W idow 's arm  is hun ting  see the children ru n  and  scream the 
W idow 's hand  curls round  them  green and black. (Rushdie 234)
T he function  of " th e  W idow " in  R u sh d ie 's  au to b io g rap h y  of p o st-P artition  In d ia  
rem ain s vag u e  an d  h a u n tin g  u n til th e  v e ry  end , a t w h ich  she em erges w ith  a 
h ig h ly  specific political iden tity : she is in fact In d ira  G andhi, to  w hose coercive 
m ean s  of g o v ern m en t R u shd ie  a ttrib u tes  th e  u ltim a te  dea th  an d  destruc tion  of 
h is  n a rra to r (one of th e  ch ild ren  b o rn  a t th e  m o m en t of In d ian  independence).
D esp ite  h is  ostensib ly  d eep  com m itm en t to  th e  pro ject of im peria lism , 
D u n san y 's  m agical texts are  p e rv ad ed  w ith  th e  d isg u st for the  co n tem p o rary  
m echan ics of B ritish governance  so freq u en tly  a p p a re n t in  h is  letters. The 
s tru c tu re  of h is  ta les b ea r strik ing  resem blance  to  aspects of M idnight's Children 
in so far as th ey  d iso rien t th e  re ad e r in  a m ag ical o th erw orld , d ep lo y  m y thopoeic  
tro p es (in D u n san y 's  case O ld  T estam ent-sty le  p ro p h ecy  an d  Arabian Nights 
landscapes) on ly  to  a llow  m o m en ts  o f po litical c ritique to solid ify  an d  em erge 
w h en  least expected . L ike R u sh d ie 's  B om bay of "O nce u p o n  a tim e," D u n san y 's  
w o rld s  stra in  to w ard  bo th  tim eless m yth ic  id en tity  a n d  p a rticu la rized  o rien ta tion  
w ith in  th e  colonial m o m en t in  w h ich  h e  w ro te . U n d e rs ta n d in g  th e  com plexities 
o f h is texts, a n d  in  p a rticu la r h is  use of ahistorical tem p o ra lity  an d  reciprocal 
colonization , can h e lp  u s  b e tte r u n d e rs ta n d  the  com plexities of th e  A ng lo -Irish  
colonial id en tity  itself.
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